
1

Samuel Jordan Center for Persian Studies and Culture

www.dabirjournal.org 

ISSN: 2470-4040

No.7.2020

Digital Archive of Brief notes & Iran Review

Special Issue: Hellenism and Iran



xšnaoθrahe ahurahe mazdå
Detail from above the entrance of Tehran’s fĳ ire temple, 1286š/1917–18. Photo by © Shervin Farridnejad



The Digital Archive of Brief Notes & Iran Review (DABIR) 
ISSN: 2470-4040
www.dabirjournal.org

Samuel Jordan Center for Persian Studies and Culture
University of California, Irvine
1st Floor Humanities Gateway
Irvine, CA 92697-3370

Editor-in-Chief
Touraj Daryaee (University of California, Irvine)

Editors
Parsa Daneshmand (Oxford University)
Shervin Farridnejad (Freie Universität Berlin/Österreichische Akademie der Wissenschaften, Wien)
Judith A. Lerner (ISAW NYU)

Book Review Editor
Shervin Farridnejad (Freie Universität Berlin/Österreichische Akademie der Wissenschaften, Wien)
 
Advisory Board
Samra Azarnouche (École pratique des hautes études); Dominic P. Brookshaw (Oxford University); Matthew 
Canepa (University of Minnesota); Ashk Dahlén (Uppsala University); Peyvand Firouzeh (Cambridge Univer-
sity); Leonardo Gregoratti (Durham University); Frantz Grenet (Collège de France); Wouter F.M. Henkel-
man (École Pratique des Hautes Études); Rasoul Jafarian (Tehran University); Nasir al-Ka‘abi (University 
of Kufa); Andromache Karanika (UC Irvine); Agnes Korn (CNRS, UMR Mondes Iranien et Indien); Lloyd 
Llewellyn-Jones (University of Edinburgh); Jason Mokhtarain (University of Indiana); Ali Mousavi (UC 
Irvine); Mahmoud Omidsalar (CSU Los Angeles); Antonio Panaino (University of Bologna); Alka Patel 
(UC Irvine); Richard Payne (University of Chicago); Khodadad Rezakhani (History, UCLA); Vesta Sarkhosh 
Curtis (British Museum); M. Rahim Shayegan (UCLA); Rolf Strootman (Utrecht University); Giusto Traina 
(University of Paris-Sorbonne); Mohsen Zakeri (University of Göttingen)

Copy Editor: Philip Grant
Logo design by Charles Li
Layout and typesetting by Kourosh Beighpour



16

61
91

Contents

54

1
Articles
1 Domenico Agostini: On Jerusalem and Luhrāsp: A Closer Look
2 Daryoosh Akbarzadeh: Collapse of Sasanian Empire
3 Kiumars Alizadeh: The earliest Persians in Iran toponyms and Persian ethnicity
4 Elshad Bagirow: Sassanid toreutics discovered in Shemakha, Azerbaijan as artistic metalwork 

in the art of Sasanian Iran
5 Majid Daneshgar: An Old Persian-Malay Anthology of Poems from Aceh
6 Morteza Djamali, Nicolas Faucherre: Sasanian architecture as viewed by the 19th century 

French architect Pascal-Xavier Coste
7 Shervin Farridnejad: Cow Sacrifĳice and the Hataria’s Dedicatory Inscription at the Zoroastrian 

Shrine of Bānū-Pārs
8 Hasmik C. Kirakosian: New Persian Pahlawān
9 Khodadad Rezakhani: Notes on the Pahlavi Archives I: Finding *Haspīn-raz and the Geography 

of the Tabarestan Archive
10 Yusef Saadat: Contributions to Middle Persian lexicography
11 Diego M. Santos; Marcos Albino: Mittelpersisch rōzag ‘Fasten’
12 Ehsan Shavarebi; Sajad Amiri Bavandpour: Temple of Anahid and Martyrdom of Barshebya

Special Issue: Hellenism and Iran
13  Jake Nabel: Exemplary History and Arsacid Genealogy
14  Marek Jan Olbrycht: Andragoras, a Seleukid Governor of Parthia-Hyrkania, and his Coinage 
15  Rolf Strootman: Hellenism and Persianism in the East

Reviews
16 Chiara Barbati: Review of Benkato, Adam. Āzandnāmē. An Edition and Literary-Critical Study 

of the Manichaean-Sogdian Parable-Book. Beiträge Zur Iranistik 42. Wiesbaden: Reichert 
Verlag, 2017. 216 p., 42 images, ISBN: 9783954902361.

17 Majid Daneshgar: Translation of Persian and Malay Literary Works in Malaysia and Iran
18 Yaser Malekzadeh: Review of Ghafouri, Farzin. Sanǧeš-e manābeʿ-e tārīḫī-ye šāhnāme dar 

pādšāhī-ye ḫosrō anūšīravān [The Evaluation of Historical Sources of Shāhnāme in the Reign 
of Khusraw Anūshīravān]. Tehran, Mīrās̱-e Maktūb. 2018. 577+17 pp. ISBN 9786002031310.

112

149

175

232

101

168

7

236

119

128

192
201

229



© Samuel Jordan Center for Persian Studies & Culture 
University of California, Irvine

No.7.2020

Digital Archive of Brief notes & Iran Review

ISSN: 2470 - 4040

Special Issue: Hellenism and Iran



54

Sassanid Toreutics discovered in Shemakha, Azerbaijan, as Artistic Metalwork in the art 
of Sasanian Iran

Elshad Bagirov
(Baku State University)

Sasanian art borrowed from ancient Near Eastern and Graeco-Roman traditions to express a new Iranian 
cultural identity, particularly manifest in prestigious monuments and objects connected to the royal 

court. Secure dates for many Sasanian buildings and works of art are difffĳicult to determine, in part due to 
the lack of material from documented archaeological contexts. Trade, conquest, and diplomacy resulted 
in the difffusion of  Sasanian luxury arts both east and west during the four centuries of Sasanian rule (1).
The artistic metalwork of Sasanian Iran attained a high degree of quality. For royal palaces and nobles 
there was extensive production of utensils made of precious metals. Sasanian toreutics scooped its story 
from monumental paintings and fabrics. As is well known, by archaeological fĳinds of Sasanian items were 
from precious metalwork in Iran itself are calculated in units (2. Khaslavskaya). Beginning during the reign 
of Shapur II (r. 310–379), the king as hunter, a powerful theme symbolizing the prowess of Sasanian rulers, 
became a standard royal image on silver plates that were most likely offfĳicial state products and were often 
sent as gifts to neighboring courts. The motif of the hunt scene can be found on a number of vessels, in 
the form of images of noblemen and princes of the royal family pursuing predatory animals; these vessels 
preceded the adoption and exclusive use of this motif by the king himself in the second half of the fourth 
century. 
Thanks to the constant discovery of monumental objects in the territory of present-day Azerbaijan, 
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researchers have access to a source in the form of Sasanian metalwork that is not only of great artistic 
and historical signifĳicance, but which as a source is sometimes more reliable than the written ones. A 
number of objects of this kind have been discovered in Azerbaijan. Among them, special attention should 
be given to two silver dishes which are undoubtedly related to the large number of items that have been 
grouped under the conditional name “Sasanid Metalwork” by historians. The fĳirst, silver with gold, dish 
is an example of Sasanian toreutics originating from a fĳirmly dated archaeological complex. It was found 
in a “stone box” type burial during excavations in the territory of one of the major cities of Caucasian 
Albania, namely the ancient city of Shemakha. The dish was strongly oxidized and had tears and cracks. 
The ornament was almost completely hidden under a layer of silver chloride. However, after restoration in 
the GIM workshop in Moscow, N.V. Darkevich managed to substantially restore the original shape of the 
dish and the design depicted on it. The diameter of the dish is 28 cm, height 3.9 cm. It is equipped with an 
annular tray, 9.5 cm in diameter and 0.9 cm in height. A horseman is depicted on a galloping horse. Turning 
back, he fĳires an arrow at a rearing mountain goat (pics. 1a-b).

Pic. 1a

The artistic quality of this dish is indisputable. Without subjecting the forms and proportions to any sort of 
violence, the artist depicted a complicated hunting scene on the round surface of the dish. At the same time, 
the images are characterized by great fĳidelity, the whole scene is dynamic, and the swiftness of movements 
of all the participants in the scene is skillfully conveyed. The object of the hunt is the wild mountain goat, 
in many ways reminiscent of the Caucasian turs that live in Transcaucasia and in Northern Iran.
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A silver dish found at Shemakha, displaying Sasanian metalwork of great artistry, Azerbaijan National 
Museum of History.
The presence of an engraved line at the base of the horns, which seems to imitate the shaft of an arrow, 
suggests that the artist depicted an animal that had just received a mortal wound and had stood up on 
its hind legs in a fĳit of rage. The horse under the rider is depicted in the traditional style of the “flying 
gallop”, where all four legs of the horse lie on a single straight line. The hooves are highlighted with gold. 
Only a part of the muzzle with a gilded bridle is preserved from the image of the horse’s head. Above the 
horse’s head is the sultan. On the chest and rump there is a gold-plated belt decorated with fĳine openwork 
carving. Alternating gold and silver round pendants are attached to the belt. The saddle is indented with a 
depressed relief. The horse’s tail is tied in a knot and decorated with ribbons, which is characteristic of the 
Sassanian style (3. Lukonin, p.66). The central fĳigure of the whole composition is undoubtedly the image of 
the rider himself. Before us is the type of image that is referred to as the “official Sasanian portrait” 
(4. Rempel, p. 205). Indeed, the iconography of these (78/79) portraits is so canonical that it serves as a 
fairly solid basis for dating (5. Оrbelli, tabl. 3, 5, 6, 9, 10).
The platter depicts a horseman in formal dress, on his head a kulah, surmounted by a sultan. His hairstyle 

Pic. 1b
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takes the form of several twisted braids falling over the shoulders. In his ears are earrings with spherical 
suspension. Two ribbons are flying behind their backs - a traditional attribute of Sasanian portraits. The 
parade caftan will be tied with a belt to which the quiver is attached. The fabric texture of the clothes is 
clearly conveyed. Careful fĳinishing of the face shown in profĳile indicates the portrait character of the image. 
The rider pulls an arrow, holding in his hand a complex “lyre-shaped” bow, widespread in Iran, Central Asia, 
and Transcaucasia during the early Middle Ages. Easily and freely solving the problem of movement, the 
artist skillfully shows the solemnity of the climax of the hunt. The dish is made in the early Sasanian style, 
characterized by a combination of engraving with patch plates, which allow the achievement of high relief 
in the necessary places. The technique of patch plates is found mainly on dishes of the third to fĳifth centuries 
CE (6. Lukonin, pp. 39-41). Later on this technique was rejected by artists and dish images become planar in 
nature. Iconographic analysis also indicates the early Sasanian date of the dish. The closest analogies - both 
in the general style and in the depiction of individual details - we fĳind among the rock carvings, gems and 
metalwork of the third and fourth centuries CE. Note that this reliefs with the image of Ardashir I, Shapur 
I, Warahran (Wahram) II at Naqsh-i Rustam, (7.c, 265) gems with images of “Ruvakan Vista”, Ardashir and 
his spouse Denak, Tiridates, Warahran and others highlighted by V. G. Lukonin from the total number as 
examples of early Sasanian art (8. Trever, p. 63). Among the dishes known to us with hunting scenes or 
portrait images that are closest in technique and artistic styling is a dish from Krasnaya Polyana, dating from 
the end of the third century, (9, p. 176) a dish from Pereshchepina depicting Shapur II hunting sheep, a dish 
with a scene of hunting the heir to the lions from Tehran’s Archaeological Museum, and a dish from Gilan 
with a scene of a lion hunt, from a private collection in Tokyo. The last three dishes have been attributed by 
researchers to the fĳirst half of the fourth century. It should be noted that the modeling of the rider’s face, hair, 
clothes, etc. on the Shemakha dish has much in common with the modeling of portrait images of Pitiaxha 
Papak on a silver dish from Georgia, dating back to the end of the third century (10. Ghirshman, p. 248). All 
this gives good reason to attribute the Shamakhi dish to the fĳirst half of the fourth century, i.e. to the period 
when Sasanian art possessed a pronounced proclamatory character. Images of Sasanian kings, crown princes, 
rulers of regions, high dignitaries, priests (78/79), etc. during this period, according to many researchers, 
take the form of realistic portraits (11. Fukai, p. 22-23). The existence of such portrait images is confĳirmed 
by both written sources and the study of the monuments of art. Therefore, it is possible that on the dish in 
question we are dealing with a portrait of a specifĳic person. At the present time it is impossible to establish 
the identity of the image. In any case, the absence of the royal crown and the turning of the head to the right 
(or for the viewer, to the left) indicate that the fĳigure was a vassal of the king of kings. Probably this is an 
image of a local ruler (marzbān). Considering the conditions and location of this dish, and the fact that a 
signifĳicant number of similar items originate from northwestern Iran (Gilan, Mazandaran, Tabaristan, South 
Azerbaijan), it can be assumed that the Shemakhi dish was made in one of the workshops in these areas. 
As is well known, part of this region constituted one of the most ancient states of Azerbaijan - Atropatena, 
which, unlike the rest of Transcaucasia, had already been incorporated into the Sasanian realm in the third 
or early fourth centuries. The ruler of this region, Shapur from the Varaz family, who lived in the fĳirst half of 
the fourth century, was an influential fĳigure under Shahanshah Shapur II (309-379). However, as the initiator 
of the war with Armenia, in which the Sasanids were defeated, he was stripped of his honors and executed 
(12. Darkevich, p. 68). 
The second dish is the exact opposite of the fĳirst (pic. 2). It was accidentally discovered during earthworks 
in villages in the Lankaran region of Azerbaijan (13. Khalilov J., p. 148).
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pic.2

The dish has an upper diameter of 21.6 cm and is 3.8 cm in height. The bottom is round, flat, without a 
pallet. Outside at the bottom there are three concentric circles, and the side walls are decorated with a 
spoon-like ornament, made of embossed. The inside of the dish is smooth and only in the center of the 
flat bottom is there an image, that of a ram, minted in a low relief. It has steeply twisted horns decorated 
with engraved horizontal lines. At the base of the horns there is a ring. On the neck of the beast there are 
“sacred” ribbons. The entire body of the animal is covered with a dotted implant that imitates wool. On the 
hip and shoulder blade there are concentric circles, in which the vortex lines forming the rosette are placed. 
Imagery of animals - the hypostasis of Zoroastrian divinity - is the most important feature of the art of the 
Sassanian period. The appearance and rapid spread of these images on various media, ranging from the 
monumental to the miniature products of decorative and applied art, is associated with the transformation 
of Zoroastrianism into the state religion and with the establishment of the Zoroastrian canon (p. 148 ibid.). 
However, due to the fact that this canon was repeatedly subjected to reforms, at diffferent times diffferent 
animals took pride of place, even as animal imagery remained the most popular. The image of a ram as an 
incarnation of a Zoroastrian deity appears in Sasanian art in the middle of the fourth century, and this was 
connected with political events in Iran that led to a new edition of the Avesta (14. p. 42-43, tab. XX), as well 
as the compilation of the (false) genealogy of the Sassanian šāhānšāhs, according to which the happiness 
of the royal glory in the form of a ram accompanied the founder of the dynasty Ardashir.
Subsequently the image of a ram became very popular in Sasanian art. Twisted ram’s horns became an 
integral part of the crown (79/80) of the Sasanian crown prince in the Kushan lands (24), while the Sasanian 
rulers themselves during their military campaigns replaced the crown with a golden diadem in the shape 
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of a sheep’s head (25), which was, apparently, supposed to bring success and glory to the campaign. 
The so-called “sacred” ribbons around the ram’s neck are also a very common phenomenon in offfĳicial 
Sasanian art. It is through the transfer of the “sacred” ribbons that the supreme deity of Zoroastrianism, 
Ohrmazd, presents the symbol of royal power to the Sasanian rulers in the well-known scenes of the divine 
investiture at Naqsh-i Rustam, or at Taq-i Bustan. These ribbons are an indispensable attribute of the 
clothing of Sasanian rulers as depicted on coins and silver dishes. The image of animals and birds with 
“sacred” ribbons is a frequent phenomenon in the art of Sasanian Iran and culturally related areas. Perhaps 
these ribbons were designed to emphasize that we are not simple animals, but incarnations of deities. 
Among the monuments of Azerbaijan, there is a stone foundation for a cross with an Albanian inscription 
from an early medieval temple in Mingechevir, which depicts two opposing peacocks with “sacred” ribbons 
around their neck (8. Trever, p. 264.)
Images of animals and birds with ribbons around their necks in Azerbaijan appeared, apparently, as a 
result of the spread of Zoroastrianism there. The vortex sockets depicted on the thigh and shoulder of 
the ram testify to the solar symbolism of the plot (15. Smirnov, p. 83). Rosettes are symbols of the sun (16. 
Waids, p.112). Images of animals with vortex rosettes on the blades were widespread on Graeco-Bactrian 
metalwork. We meet with similar rosettes on the reliefs of Naqsh-i Rustam, on gems and in the toreutics 
of the Sasanian period. As suggested by V. Yu. Leshchenko, in Iran and the countries adjoining it, vessels 
with a rosette on the bottom were used for the Indo-Iranian sacred drink soma/haoma (17, p. 242). The 
main features of this dish are thus common in the art of the Sasanian era. At the same time, however, 
direct analogies in the metalwork of this period are unknown to us. It is interesting to note that images 
of rams in a similar position, with the same sharply twisted horns, “sacred” ribbon and swirl rosettes in 
concentric circles, also placed on the thigh and shoulder blade, are to be found on the Sasanid fabric stored 
in the Lyon Museum (20, p.114). As is well known, many products of late Sasanid toreutics reproduced 
an ornament taken from silk fabrics, which, as rightly noted by many researchers, was reflected in the 
character of engraved images. It is possible that in this case the image on this dish copied a similar fabric 
image. The only point of reference in the dating of this haphazardly discovered dish is the style of the 
engraved image. It is static, devoid of dynamism and plasticity, characteristic of early Sasanian art, in 
which ancient traditions were strong. The stillness of the drawing and its schematization, however, are 
characteristic of the late stage of Sasanian art (37). This period is also indicated by the placement of the 
drawing in the center, while the rest of the surface remains smooth. This technique is well attested in 
Sogdian silver of the eighth century. Given the wide distribution of Sasanian-type products outside Iran, 
as well as the production of similar dishes and other precious vessels in the workshops of Central Asia and 
the Caucasus, we have to set to one side the question of the geographical origin of this dish. One thing 
that is certain, however, is that the dish is a production of a workshop located, if not in Iran itself, then 
in any case somewhere where the influence of Sasanian art was strong, an influence which continued to 
be marked on objects produced after the end of the Sasanian period. A Lankarani dish of this type might 
date from the seventh or eight centuries. Summarizing all the above, we may note that metalwork pieces 
reviewed here, like many other objects of the material culture of Azerbaijan in the early Middle Ages, 
clearly indicate the signifĳicant influence of the culture of Sasanian Iran on the economic and cultural life 
of the whole of Transcaucasia, including Azerbaijan.
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